Introduction
Harald E. Braun University of Liverpool, uk h.e.braun@liverpool.ac.uk The fortunes of Jesuits offering political counsel and the fervent debates triggered by their activities take us into the heart of early modern European, especially Catholic political culture. Jesuits gave political advice and educated members of the Catholic elite-from secular and ecclesiastical princes to magistrates and young nobles lower down the political and social hierarchyduring a period of profound change to the outlook, organization, and exercise of government.1 The ways in which government was informed, organized, and communicated came increasingly under scrutiny and pressure to reform. The unravelling of Christian unity, while destabilizing the established normative framework, at the same time escalated the debate about the religious character of political, especially monarchical authority. The question as to whether the means and ends of political action could be aimed at the preservation (and expansion) of the state and yet remain anchored in Christian ethics greatly exercised princes, counsellors, and theologians. The urgency with which the issue was discussed is reflected in a vast and diverse literature on reason of state and the politics of conscience. A good part of this literature, in turn, reflects new trends in how political knowledge and information was produced, disseminated, and fed into political decisions. Over time, the authority of expertise changed and established itself more firmly as a collaborator and a source of legitimacy for political power. The political counsellor was very much at the center of these developments, with the role itself subject to ongoing debate.4 That good government required good counsel was commonly accepted. Those inhabiting the role could refer to a long tradition deeply embedded in European political discourse and practice. The relationship between counsellor, councilor, and counselee, however, was much in flux. The contributors to this special issue look at the role of the religious as political counsellor, and on the Society of Jesus as one of the laboratories of early modernity in particular. The term "political counsel," for the purpose of this investigation, is hedged to encompass the activities of Jesuits advising on secular affairs and offering counsel to secular rather than ecclesiastical authorities, and including Jesuit instruction and preparation of lay individuals for political leadership.
The focus, then, is on the place of Jesuits in the complex process which saw medieval polities gradually mutate into early modern bureaucratic governments. Looking back, we recognize that the later sixteenth and seventeenth century saw the unfolding of an accelerating process of professionalization and relative secularization of political knowledge concomitant to a process of privatization of conscience. In this narrative of differentiation and relative ascendance of expertise in politics, the role and the fortune of the religious as
